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our doctor may order some tests before you 
have a heart bypass or another kind of heart 
surgery. The purpose of the tests is to make 

the surgery safer. 

Two common tests are a breathing test and a 
carotid ultrasound test. But you probably don’t 
need these tests, unless you have a breathing 
problem or symptoms that put you at risk for a 
stroke. Here’s why: 

Breathing tests usually aren’t helpful for people 
without symptoms.    
Breathing tests look for problems in the lungs. If 
you have a lung disease or symptoms of lung 
disease, the tests can help your doctor look at your 
risk of breathing problems or pneumonia. If the 
tests find problems, your doctor can change how 
your surgery is managed. For example, you might 
be given a medicine to control the lung disease or 
exercises to strengthen your breathing muscles.

But for people without symptoms of lung disease, 
breathing tests rarely find problems or change the 
way surgery is managed.
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A carotid ultrasound test usually isn’t helpful for 
people without a history of strokes.
A carotid ultrasound test uses sound waves to ex-
amine the two main arteries in the neck (the carotid 
arteries). The test looks for severe clogging in one 
of these arteries in people who have had a stroke or 
mini-stroke. In that case, a procedure to clean out 
the artery can help prevent another stroke.

But for people without a history of stroke, the risk of 
stroke from heart surgery is low. There is no evidence 
that the procedure to clean out the artery can lower 
the risk more. So checking the arteries is not useful.     
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The tests have risks.
In people without symptoms, these tests may pro-
duce false alarms. That can lead to follow-up tests, 
visits to specialists, unnecessary medicines, and 
delayed surgery. For example, a carotid ultrasound 
may be followed by more testing, which can lead to 
unneeded procedures that have a risk of stroke or 
death. 

The tests can cost a lot.
•  Breathing tests can cost from $40 to $800, 
 according to Costhelper.com. The cost depends 
 on which tests you have and how many. 
•  A carotid ultrasound costs about $300, according  
 to HealthcareBlueBook.com. It can lead to 
 follow-up tests and a procedure and hospital stay,  
 with a cost of $15,000. 

When should you have the tests before heart 
surgery?
•  Breathing tests can be useful if you have a lung   
 disease such as asthma or chronic obstructive 
 pulmonary disease (COPD). They also make 
 sense if you have symptoms such as shortness 
 of breath. 
•  A carotid ultrasound makes sense if you have 
 a history of stroke or mini-strokes (transient 
 ischemic attacks, or TIAs). 

This report is for you to use when talking with your health-care 
provider. It is not a substitute for medical advice and treatment. 
Use of this report is at your own risk.

© 2013 Consumer Reports. Developed in cooperation with the 
Society of Thoracic Surgeons. To learn more about the sources 
used in this report and terms and conditions of use, visit 

ConsumerHealthChoices.org/about-us/.

Advice from Consumer Reports 

How should you prepare
for heart surgery?
Your doctor or the hospital’s pre-
surgery team will examine you 
and review your medical history. 
• If they order any tests, ask why. 
• Bring a list of all the herbal 
 supplements, medicines and 
 vitamins you take. Include the
 names, doses and directions. 
• Report any new symptoms even if they happen  
 after your exam. Be sure to report breathing 
 problems, sudden severe headache, paralysis 
 on one side of the face, or trouble speaking or 
 moving an arm or leg. 
These steps can help make your surgery safer:
Quit smoking. The sooner you quit, the lower your 
risk of complications. If you need help to quit, ask 
your doctor about a nicotine patch.
Consider banking your blood. You can have some 
of your blood drawn and stored before surgery. 
That way, if you need a blood transfusion, you 
will get your own blood. This reduces the risk of 
infection or a bad reaction.
Ask your doctor about pain relief.  
• Ask if you should stop taking aspirin or other  
 blood thinners. 
• Avoid medicines that can cause bleeding, 
 such as ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin, and generic)  
 and naproxen (Aleve and generic).
• You may want to use acetaminophen 
 (Tylenol and generic) for pain relief. 
Arrange help. Ask someone to drive you to and 
from the hospital, or stay overnight with you. 
Ask your doctor about cardiac rehab. A cardiac 
rehabilitation program after surgery can help 
you recover faster.
Pack a bag and bring:
• Insurance cards
• Storage containers for dentures, contact 
 lenses, and eyeglasses
• A few items for comfort, such as a music 
 player and headphones, photos, and a robe 
Do not bring jewelry and other valuables.
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